We present Hα spectropolarimetry of a large sample of pre-main sequence (PMS) stars of low and intermediate mass, and argue that the technique is a powerful tool in studying the circumstellar geometry around these objects. For the intermediate mass (2 -15 M ) Herbig Ae/Be stars we find that 16 out of 23 show a line effect, which immediately implies that flattening is common among these objects. Furthermore, we find a significant difference in Hα spectropolarimetry behaviour between the Herbig Be and Ae groups. For the Herbig Be stars, the concept of an electron scattering disc is shown to be a useful concept to explain the depolarizations seen in this spectral range. At lower masses, more complex Hα polarimetry behaviour starts to appear. The concept of a compact source of Hα emission that is formed close to the stellar surface, for instance by hot spots due to magnetospheric accretion, is postulated as a working hypothesis to qualitatively explain the Hα spectropolarimetry behaviour around Herbig Ae and lower mass (M < 2 M ) T Tauri stars. The striking resemblance in spectropolarimetric behaviour between the T Tauri star RY Tau and the Herbig Ae stars suggests a common origin of the polarized line photons, and hints that low and higher mass pre-main sequence stars may have more in common than had hitherto been suspected.
Introduction
One of the most intriguing open issues in star formation concerns the formation of massive stars (e.g. Zinnecker; these proceedings). Although there is a well-established paradigm for the formation of low mass T Tauri stars, namely via magnetospheric accretion, it is as yet unclear whether such a scenario would also apply to the more massive stars. To be able to answer the question whether Nature allows the scaling-up of the formation mechanism of the Sun to the most massive stars, it first needs to be established whether the conditions known to prevail in the lower mass pre-main sequence (PMS) T Tauri stars, such as the presence of circumstellar discs and stellar magnetic fields, persist up to the intermediate mass (2-15 M ) PMS Herbig Ae/Be stars.
The question as to whether Herbig Ae/Be stars in general are embedded in circumstellar discs, is still under debate. Although there are clear indications for flattening from millimeter imaging on larger spatial scales (a few hundred AU) for at least some objects (Mannings & Sargent 1997) , other studies, probing smaller spatial scales, yield results that seem contradictory. For instance, the IR interferometry of MillanGabet et al. (2001) probes scales of only a few AU, and in this regime the geometry is found to be rather more spherical. Nonetheless, to be able to study the circumstellar geometries around PMS stars at the closest spatial scales, one needs to resort to the tool of spectropolarimetry, as this is the only technique that may probe the geometry on scales of stellar radii (equivalent to ∼ 0.05 AU) compared to the > 1 AU scales probed by other methods.
The Tool of Linear Spectropolarimetry
In principle, the detection of linear polarization of ∼ 2 %, would teach us directly that a specific source is non-spherically symmetric on the sky. However, such a level of polarization may also be due to polarization by dust grains in the interstellar medium operating between the source and the observer. Unfortunately, properly correcting for this interstellar contribution has been proven to be a difficult task (e.g. McLean & Clarke 1979) . This is one of the prime reasons as to why spectrallyresolved polarization changes across emission lines are so valuable, as the interstellar polarization affects the continuum and the line in exactly the same way: any observed change in the polarization across the line has to be intrinsic to the source.
Although spectropolarimetry has widely been applied to more evolved early-type stars, such as classical Be stars (e.g Poeckert 1975) , the technique has only recently been applied to pre-main sequence stars (Oud-
